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This year marks the UN International Year on Biodiversity with a number of 
events planned. Nigel Williams reports on the increasing challenges.
Biodiversity in the spotlightThe UN has declared this year as 
the International Year of Biodiversity. 
Throughout the year a large number of 
initiatives are planned worldwide with 
the aim of raising the importance of the 
issue for communities around the globe. 
The year also marks a milestone in the 
assessment of the world’s biodiversity.
The initiatives have been supported 
by the organisation Countdown 200, 
set up through the International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 
which has worked at government level 
by monitoring countries’ response 
to the 200 Biodiversity Target, a 
key component of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity established 
6 years ago.
Many researchers believe the 
Convention on Biological Diversity has 
had some success in addressing its first 
two objectives, namely conservation 
and sustainable use, but there is 
no doubt there has been alarming 
reduction in many species across many 
habitats where the Convention has 
been less effective. The overall rate of 
habitat loss, which is the main driver of 
species loss in terrestrial ecosystems, 
is increasing but slowing in certain 
regions, mostly in temperate areas. 
Rates of habitat loss are projected 
to continue to increase in tropical 
areas. There is increasing awareness, 
however, that if protected areas of 
particular importance for biodiversity 
are maintained and developed and if 
proactive measures are taken to protect 
threatened species, then the rate of 
biodiversity loss of targeted habitats 
and species could be reduced. But 
this is still a real challenge as so many 
habitats are being continually degraded 
by human activity.
Two recent events in Europe have 
aimed to keep the international 
community focused on biodiversity. In 
May 2008 Bonn in Germany hosted the 
last UN biodiversity summit. And later 
that year, the IUCN World Conservation 
Congress (WCC) recorded the highest 
ever attendance with more than 8,000 
participants.
The latest IUCN Red List — those 
species facing increasing conservation concern — showed that real progress 
was not made in reversing the trend of 
biodiversity loss in the course of 2008. 
One out of four mammals is on the 
brink of extinction according to the Red 
List and similar ratios apply to other 
species. Biodiversity is still rapidly 
decreasing. And the Red List has since 
produced gloomy news for many other 
species.
Many governments and NGOs 
confirmed the significant need for 
concrete data on the economic costs 
of the loss of biological diversity. 
Pavan Sukhdev, the author of a report 
of the economics of ecosystems 
and biodiversity for the German 
government and the European 
Commission, said that safeguarding 
the natural environment is not 
just a moral preoccupation but an 
economic imperative as well. Thirty-
four internationally active companies 
signed up to a declaration with the aim 
of greater involvement of the business 
sector in biodiversity conservation.
The Copenhagen climate change 
conference has been used by the IUCN to highlight key species likely 
to be affected by climate change. 
Ten species are highlighted including 
the Arctic fox, leatherback turtle, and 
koala heading the list. Also included 
are the beluga whale, clownfish, 
emperor penguin, quiver tree, ringed 
seal, salmon and staghorn corals, 
which highlight how climate change 
is adversely affecting biodiversity 
in marine, terrestrial and freshwater 
habitats.
And new studies continue to report 
the decline of many species. Last 
month, the first of five reports funded 
by the EU’s environment management 
fund and implemented by the Banana 
Industry Trust, revealed that several 
species of reptiles and amphibians 
on St Lucia in the Caribbean are 
approaching critically low numbers.
Herpetologist Jenny Daltry reports 
that among the 28 species of lizards, 
snakes and frogs there is a high 
number of species endemic to  
St Lucia, as is the case with many 
other species on small islands. “In 
total there are seven endemic species 
and five subspecies which have been 
recorded,” she says. Although much of 
St Lucia comprises virgin rainforest and  
Exotic: Artist Paul Gauguin celebrated the natural diversity of Tahiti more than a century ago. 
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What turned you on to biology? 
Growing up in a tiny community in 
the San Bernardino National Forest in 
southern California, I was interested in 
catching and keeping any animal that 
my parents would allow. I was curious 
about how each of these animals 
worked. School didn’t help much, but 
the Time-Life books my grandmother 
gave us did. Those books integrated 
past and present biology in a way that 
made sense. Of course, evolution was 
the theme, and learning about it got 
me more and more interested in the 
paleo- part.
Do you have a favorite paper? 
It’s a 982 paper by the American 
archaeologist Kent Flannery, entitled 
‘The Golden Marshalltown’. It’s a 
disciplinary snapshot and parable told 
Q & AThreatened: Variants of the Fer de Lance snake live on a number of Caribbean islands but the 
St Lucia animals are now considered endangered. (Photo: Photoshop © NHPA/Photoshot.)in a most entertaining and imaginative 
way.
What is the best advice you’ve been 
given? After my application to graduate 
school at Berkeley was rejected, but 
before I headed off to the sub-glacial 
unknown of southern Michigan, one of 
my professors, Jim O’Connell, told me 
that I’d learn more from my cohort of 
graduate students than I would from my 
professors. I was utterly naive, but Jim’s 
prediction was a key to understanding 
this enterprise. My advice is: learn how 
the academic world works.
What has been your biggest mistake 
in research? Thinking, “these are nice 
guys...” ...just before they opened fire. large tracts of this are nature reserves, 
the study found that habitats with the 
highest diversity and abundance of 
these species were largely outside the 
protected forest areas.
“Drawing on historical records and 
comparisons with other West Indian 
islands, this study found most of  
St Lucia’s native forest species have 
declined significantly in population 
size with some at critically low levels,” 
says Daltry. “By applying the IUCN 
categories of threat, at least six reptiles 
native to St Lucia are now qualified as 
globally threatened with extinction.”
While these studies come just ahead 
of the 200 Biodiversity Action Year, 
other countries are planning to ramp 
up their conservation efforts: notably, South Africa, home to a diverse range 
of flora and fauna. “IUCN through 
its Countdown 200 initiative has 
mobilised resources to support 
the Southern African Development 
Community,” says Hastings Chikoko, 
head of the IUCN South Africa office. 
The plan will aim to minimise adverse 
impacts on biodiversity and encourage 
and promote beneficial effects of 
biodiversity.
And other events will have a more 
public focus. The Province of Antwerp 
in the Netherlands is planning a series 
of events to celebrate the year. They 
are planning a publication project on 
species for children aged 4–2 and a 
major public celebration on May 22 — 
designated the Day of Biodiversity.
